Two broadly different approaches to spiritual practice exist within virtually every religious tradition. Though the specific characterization and evaluation of these different practices vary among authors, their general nature is reasonably clear. The exoteric path represents the more conventional approach to religion involving ongoing participation in the practices and activities of an established religious community (church, mosque, synagogue, temple, etc.). Alternatively, the esoteric path tends to be more individualistic and mystical in orientation. Within a given tradition, the two approaches are never in opposition to each other but can nonetheless involve complex, bivalent inter-relations. The present paper examines these two forms of practice in terms of their strategies of information flow. It is primarily concerned with the amount and type of information each style of practice generates and processes relative to a small set of general but relevant scenarios. It shows that each results in highly characteristic differences in the generation and processing of information. In addition, the paper argues that important consequences of these differences concern how they both reflect and impact the practitioner's religious faith, their sense of self, and their relation to their world.
INFORMATIONAL DIFFERENCES IN SPIRITUAL PRACTICES
associating different yogas with different psycho-behavioral tendencies. It is clear that, despite this differentiation, all four yogas could potentially be beneficial to an individual regardless of their presumed psychological nature. What matters most is the practice, not the psychology of the practitioner. Thus a method of distinguishing modes of practice is needed which derives from the practices themselves, not the presumed nature of the practitioner, but which can shed new light on both.
To fulfill these criteria, this paper presents an approach which conceptualizes the exoteric and esoteric paths on the basis of their differing strategies of information flow. It is concerned with the manner by which each path seeks, utilizes, and generates practice-relevant information.
Gregory Bateson defined information as a difference that makes a difference (Bateson, 1972) . This succinctly identifies the two main forms of information, quantitative and semantic, that are relevant to the current context. An analysis of differences alone produces the notion of quantitative information as it is elaborated in Shannon's information theory (Shannon & Weaver, 1949; Cover & Thomas, 1991 ). An analysis of the difference the difference makes leads to the notion of meaning and hence semantic information. With respect to spiritual practices, the conceptual content of a tradition and therefore of a given practice constitutes its semantic information. Quantitative information, however, is independent of content. Quantitative information derives from the variety and relative frequencies with which different distinctions are made, regardless of the meaning of those distinctions. Quantitative information can be regarded as a general measure of the complexity and diversity of the semantic information available in a given situation. High quantitative information means high complexity. Low quantitative information means greater redundancy and structure.
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For those that pursue an exoteric practice (i.e., exoterics), the source of information and the target of expression is (almost) always the external world. The exoteric is one who structures their spiritual practice primarily through information received from the physical and social world, and in turn expresses their spiritual practice primarily through actions which generate and restructure information in the physical and social world.
Contrariwise, for those that pursue an esoteric practice (i.e., esoterics), the source of information and the target of expression is (almost) always the practitioner's internal consciousness. The esoteric is one who primarily structures their spiritual practice according to information manifesting within their personal internal consciousness, and in turn expresses their spiritual practice primarily in terms of actions which are meant to generate and restructure information within their personal internal consciousness.
Here we find the first major difference between the information strategies of the exoteric and esoteric paths. The esoteric strategy of receiving and responding to information within one's own internal consciousness is very different from the more common exoteric strategy of receiving and responding to information from the external world. Though any given spiritual practice will necessarily involve both strategies to some degree, it is apparent that the demands and ramifications of each will be quite different. Furthermore, besides these differences in the source and target of the practices, exoteric and esoteric paths differ in terms of the semantic and quantitative information operative within their respective practice scenarios.
Informational Processes in Exoteric Practice Scenarios
For the exoteric, cognitions, feelings, and experiences are being induced and structured by information from the physical and social world. In turn, the actions of an exoteric, which are meant to express their ultimate concern, will do so by generating consequences within these Advances in the Study of Information and Religion 28 8
realms. Regardless of the specific religious tradition of which the practitioner is a part, it is apparent that this sort of informational flow can result in only a limited set of scenarios. Three are particularly important. These are the standard morality, the Good Samaritan, and the worship scenarios.
The Standard Morality and the Good Samaritan Scenarios
The standard morality scenario of reward and punishment constitutes the paradigmatic view of popular religion. In this scenario, a person receives information indicating circumstances in the world that are amenable to action based on their ultimate concern. This could be a physical condition as simple as seeing litter on the sidewalk. It might be a social condition such as becoming aware of a charity in need of funds. Or it might be a more complex psychological event such as dealing with an arrogant or insulting co-worker. The person then performs the actions which, to the best of their ability, are expressive of their ultimate concern. They dispose of the litter, or donate money, or show kindness to the co-worker. They perform these actions with the straightforward expectation that they will lead to beneficial experiences and circumstances. Since exoteric action takes place relative to the person's ultimate concern, the scenario does not involve crass self-centeredness, materialism or dominance and control. Rather, it is simply the case that the person does a good thing in the reasonable expectation of positive rewards and benefits for all involved, including themselves. These benefits may or may not be immediate, but they are assumed to accrue within the real world.
An age-old component of the standard morality scenario is the inverse corollary where negative actions, i.e., actions that are counter to the implications of the ultimate concern, are expected to result in real-world negative consequences. The results of attribution research indicate (for an overview, see Aronson, 1992) whether actions are attributed to situational or dispositional causes. We expect punishment to be most severe for actions that are dispositional in origin (i.e., premeditated) rather than situational (i.e., the result of impulse or coercion). However, historically, people have always been evaluated as free agents capable of choice and volition, even where actions are the result of situational forces. The case becomes even more complicated if it is oneself performing actions that are counter to the ultimate concern. People tend to make more situational attributions of their own negative behavior (Aronson, 1992) . In this regard, the concepts of mercy and forgiveness have always been an important component of the standard morality scenario, and it is significant that all traditions emphasize the extension of these beyond one's immediate self and family, as This scenario is derivative of the standard morality scenario except that it is generally assumed that the help-provider does not receive any material reward for her or his actions. Nonetheless, it is clearly a product of the exoteric flow of information. The acting person receives information from the social world indicating need and then acts in accordance with their ultimate concern to positively transform the situation.
It is interesting that research in this area has revealed a complex relationship between religious belief and various forms of helping behavior, demonstrating that the former is not always a good predictor of the latter (Donahue and Nielsen, 2005; Hood et al., 2009 ). This serves to make an important point regarding all scenarios under discussion. That is that this paper is however, the total elimination of distracting quantitative information and the complete focus on the semantic information of the ultimate concern brings about the experienced unity of self and ultimate concern. Such awareness transcends normal experience and reveals to the esoteric the fundamental perfection of things-as-it-is. Hence, the oneness and the acceptance scenarios are ultimately identical in their consequence.
Conclusions
The two main purposes of this paper have been first, to provide a characterization of the exoteric and esoteric spiritual paths in terms of objective criteria relating to strategies of information flow, and then to investigate the ramifications of this characterization for understanding the nature and relation of these two paths. Four primary conclusions can be derived from this analysis.
First, though it is apparent that the two paths are not independent and have several points of relation, the radical differences in their informational strategies result in radical differences in their nature and pursuit. Despite the fact that both paths are expressive of the same ultimate concern, the degree to which their methods and consequences diverge is arguably greater than the differences between most religious traditions. These differences are so great that it is difficult for a single individual to easily pursue both. This is in fact an age-old problem and has been discussed by many authors. The Hindu solution is to associate the exoteric and esoteric paths with different stages of life. Though this paper began by emphasizing the practice over the practitioner, realistically the differences between the paths are such that the inclinations of the individual will inevitably interact with the constraints of each. Therefore, the person who is an Advances in the Study of Information and Religion 40 20 exoteric at heart might tend to shy away from the severe restrictions imposed by the esoteric path. And the person who is an esoteric at heart might be distracted and frustrated by the unrelenting complexity of the exoteric's world. Consequently, most individuals involved in spiritual practice will tend to concentrate their efforts within a single mode.
The second conclusion of this analysis is that the contributions of each path to the development of religious traditions are of equal value but are unique to each path. A religious tradition is an exoteric house built on an esoteric foundation. The critical roles played by the exoteric path are its demonstration of the efficacy of the religious tradition within the real world and its mandate to make the world a better place. The esoteric, however, purposefully avoids involvement in the world, and far from trying to change it, seeks to accept it as it is. Religion seeks to illuminate the deepest nature of existence (Tillich, 1963) . By experiencing this truth directly and unambiguously within the ultimate concern, the esoteric thereby gives fundamental support to the essential claims of the religious tradition.
The third conclusion of the present work is of particular importance. It is that the informational strategies of both the exoteric and esoteric paths are largely independent of the religious tradition of which the practitioner is a member. This conclusion is consistent with recent work in the neurophysiology of religious experience demonstrating that meditative practices result in similar sorts of neural responses regardless of religious orientation (e.g. Aquili & Newberg, 1999, Newberg and Waldman, 2009 ). This is not to deny the importance of the differing characterizations of ultimate concern employed by different traditions. Each provides its own unique religious insight. Nonetheless, it is very significant that the general form by which an individual engages in the practice of a tradition is determined largely by their choice of exoteric or esoteric strategies of informational flow. 
INFORMATIONAL DIFFERENCES IN SPIRITUAL PRACTICES
The final conclusion is speculative but has far-reaching implications. The critical importance of information strategy can be taken to indicate that spiritual experience and understanding are not human constructions ex nihilo, but rather are based in patterns already resident within our brains, perhaps even within our genes. The sort of informational patterns discussed in this paper are not then so much products of traditions, but are rather like actuators or releasers, stimulating the brain to formulate that which it already contains. Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche says, "The reason it is possible for us to reach enlightenment is because the enlightened essence is already present within us" (Urgyen Rinpoche, 2006, p. 78) . Christian teaching claims that within us resides the kingdom of God. The present work has given a new perspective on this possibility. It indicates that ultimate concern is essentially resident within our brains as a hard-wired archetype, requiring only meaningful engagement with an exoteric or esoteric informational strategy to arise and develop within our conscious minds.
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